I Need You to Finish Evan's Quilt
Marilyn Rantz, PhD, RN, FAAN "I have something for you to do while you are here, dear," Mimi said with a tired look of finality.
"Sure, I am here and will do whatever you want. I came to spend time with you and help in any way I can."
A small smile appeared on her coralcolored lips. Last summer Mimi flew to see me and announced that she wanted permanent makeup on her lips. "They are so thin now I can't keep lipstick on," she had said. "Who knows? With good lips, a girl could get lucky!" Now, her lips added color to her face-a face with love in her eyes and sadness that her life was drawing quickly to a close. "I want you to pack my sewing room. I don't want my daughter, Nancy, to have to deal with that. I want you to do it." I sighed with trepidation. Now I really knew the end was close. "What do you want me to do with the things? You will have to tell me what to do." She waved her hand dismissively. "You will know what to do. I need you to do this." Then she paused and looked directly at me. "But, what I really need you to do is finish Evan's quilt! It's hanging on the design wall."
It was just 2 years ago when Mimi was getting settled into her new place in Long Island that her handyman put up the design wall panels in her lovely new sewing room. That fall, several of us, her close friends, visited her new home near her daughter's family. The move came after Mimi's husband died in their Chicago home of more than 30 years.
"I have made each grandchild a quilt," Mimi said. "Evan's is the last. I have backing on each of the large blocks made from his soccer T-shirts. But I never got the quilt put together. I need you to do this. The batting is in the sewing room along with the fabric I bought for the backing. Have it quilted in Stover, you know, that wonderful quilting place." Stover is about 80 miles from my home in mid-Missouri. Mimi and I had often visited the women there who transformed the quilt tops we made into amazing works of art. "Send the bill for the quilting to Nancy. She handles my bills, and I want to pay for the quilting."
Mimi sighed, then continued: "You will need to get boxes. Diane has other things on her list today. You go with her. I will rest and get cleaned up while you are both gone." Diane is another close friend who had been staying with Mimi to help direct caregivers, run errands, and offer support. "Will do," I replied. As Diane gathered her things, I walked into the sewing room and gazed at the shelves filled with beautiful fabrics, many of which we had purchased together. Soon I was lost in the joyful memories: memories of our shopping trips to buy stacks of gorgeous designer fabrics at a warehouse close to her Chicago home, of trips to plan and sew quilts, and of just visiting. So much fun, so many memories, so much love, so many years.
Diane brought me back to the moment. "We have been dispatched on a mission. This is how it has been for months now. She sends me places to get things. Directs me from her room. She is still Mimi, always directing things, but much weaker now. I am not sure how much longer…" "She told me to pack up the sewing room," I said with tears in my eyes. "So we have to get boxes while we are out today." I nodded toward the quilt patches of soccer T-shirts on the design wall. "She also told me to finish Evan's quilt. I guess I will pack it up and finish it when I get home." Off we went on errands.
When we returned with the boxes, I could not imagine packing that room. We also brought back certain foods Mimi requested. She sipped a special chocolate ice cream soda, and I settled into a chair at her bedside.
"Well, what's going on?" she asked. We relayed adventures of shopping, of navigating Long Island by car, and we all relaxed as her caregiver finished cleaning up the room.
"You know, the Rabbi will be coming to see me this afternoon. He is wonderful, and I really want you to meet him," Mimi said with a sparkle in her eye.
"Tell me more about him," I said, and Mimi explained how he often visited and how she had enjoyed getting involved in the Temple since moving from Chicago. After we talked for a while, Mimi said she was tired.
"What would you like me to do today?" I asked. "I can just sit here while you rest, and we can visit all day and night, if that is what you want."
She looked at me surprised. "Heaven's no! I want you in that sewing room. You have to finish Evan's quilt!"
That was that. I was not so much dispatched as dismissed, but not before I had a shot at directing her, too: "Well, I can work on that, but you will have to help. I can see you have it planned, sort of, by the strips of fabric pinned on the wall. But I will need some help figuring out what you really want it to look like. So, you rest, but expect me to be in and out of here with strips every 30 minutes or so, checking to be sure it is going together as you envisioned. Are you sure you don't want us to get you up with the lift so you can come into the sewing room in the wheelchair?" She flatly refused that option. "OK, I will get started." Mimi smiled victoriously at me. I smiled back, left the room, and sighed as I entered her sunny sewing room, glass of tea in hand. This would be a challenge.
I sewed all throughout that day. As I squared and assembled T-shirt blocks with colorful strips of Evan's team colors, I presented them to Mimi for advice on the dimensions of the strips and placement of small patches and large patches. Mimi would stroke the fabrics, enjoying the textures and admiring the colors. She was a world famous expert in color and marketing, talents that lent her quilts great style. She liked some of the strips, but with others she would quickly say, "No, not that. Do it like this!" I would retreat and with a ripper, take out the seams, press, re-cut, and get it right.
When the Rabbi visited later that day, Mimi sat in bed looking like a quilt in progress, with two strips of quilt blocks and the strips of fabric connecting them spread across her legs. She introduced me to Rabbi Karol as her best friend-a friend of 35 years, since we were both newly married and living in a vacation community in Wisconsin. Mimi and her husband, Bob, would come up to their lake house in Delevan most weekends to work in the quiet and enjoy the sunsets over the lake. We became friends and had so many things to talk about. Bob and my husband, Wally, were always amazed at how we could talk for hours, even days, and still have more to say to one another.
"She is the one who I taught to quilt," Mimi told the Rabbi. "Look, she is finishing Evan's quilt for me. Isn't it going to be wonderful?" Rabbi Karol smiled and heartily agreed.
After a few minutes, I ducked out to give them some private time. "Off to the sweatshop!" I exclaimed. That was a common joke our husbands made when we were all together-they'd be doing things, and Mimi and I would be in the sewing room "sweatshop" for hours, creating something for someone special.
Mimi got into a wheelchair and came to the kitchen for dinner. Her family from nearby-her daughter, son, two granddaughters, and grandson-joined us. Mimi sipped soup and an ice cream soda and enjoyed listening to the kids talking about their school projects and friends.
After dinner Mimi was tired and wanted to go back to bed. But she was sure to tell her granddaughters that I was finishing Evan's quilt for her and that they should go see it in the sewing room. The girls, Anna and Grace, came in and sat for long moments talking about their grandmother. We told stories of times she had helped them learn to sew. I gave Anna, the older of the two, now in high school and also a budding seamstress, a serging lesson. Her grandmother had bought the machine a few months earlier because Anna was interested in using a serger. Mimi thought they could share a machine, and she could help Anna make costumes for school plays. Anna thanked me for helping her learn to use the machine. We hugged, and I told her I would come back if she needed help sometime. She seemed pleased with that offer.
The girls left, and I sewed late into the night, checking on Mimi, listening to her breathing, wondering how I could bring myself to leave her in a couple of days. I was not sure I could.
The next morning, with sunshine streaming through the sewing room window, I worked on appliquéing the small team patches along the border that framed the shirt blocks. The appliqué work was slow, but with family and friends coming and going, caregivers keeping an eye on me, lots of iced tea, and constant checking with Mimi to be sure I was doing what she wanted, the quilt was coming together.
The family was to gather at Mimi's that evening for a birthday party in honor of Nancy's husband. Lots of sweet things and a delectable dinner were planned. Luckily, Nancy was the chef to prepare the meal for her husband's celebration, as I was still banished to the "sweatshop." Mimi's oldest daughter, mother of Evan, was due to arrive that afternoon from Cleveland. I hoped the quilt would be done by dinner, or later that evening. Mimi continued following every step of the quilt's progress but stayed in bed resting until the birthday dinner. Dinnertime had always been important to her. It was a time of conversation and sharing. She would sit with a mug of decaf coffee until it cooled to near tepid, listening to stories of the children's escapades and asking questions about the adults' careers.
Evan's mom, also named Nancy, arrived around 3 p.m. After seeing Mimi, she came to the sewing room. She walked up and hugged me. "I can't believe you are getting this done," Nancy said. "Mimi says she told you to get this finished for her for Evan. This will mean so much to him. You just don't know how much it will mean to him." With tears in her eyes, she hugged me again. She was afraid that Mimi's time was short, and she said how glad she was that all of us had come.
Family members congregated in the kitchen making desserts while finishing touches were put on the dinner. When the meal was ready, Mimi, dressed in a fresh robe, sat in her wheelchair at the table.
The main quilt and appliqué was done, except for cutting and sewing some borders. I brought it to the table and presented it to Mimi. "Here is Evan's quilt! What do you think?" I said. Her eyes shined as she looked at it, caressed it, and showed it to Evan's mom, Nancy.
"Look!" Mimi exclaimed. "Marilyn got Evan's quilt done. You know, she just sat down and did it. It was in pieces for months, and now it is together. No one else could have done this so fast. You know, I taught her to quilt."
Her daughter looked at the quilt and admired it, but Mimi did not part with it.
She held it throughout dinner, stroking it, looking at the colors and how it came together. Eventually she grew tired and asked to be put back in bed. I carefully folded the quilt top for the packing box. Soon it would be shipped with the backing fabrics and stuffing to my house so I could finish it and take it to the quilter at Stover. It would all go according to Mimi's instructions.
After the rest of us finished dinner and the birthday presents were opened, I asked young Grace to come with me to the sewing room so she could pick out fabrics for her craft projects. "Your grandmother told me to pack the sewing room, but I want you to go through the things first. You know, she always said you got her craft gene." I handed her an empty basket. "Pick the most beautiful things you like and will treasure. Pick only the most beautiful fabrics to use in your craft projects. When this basket is full, I will get you another." Grace had a wonderful time looking, sorting, selecting. While she did this, I located the fabric scraps that matched Evan's quilt, since it still needed borders. There would be just enough. I found some backing, went to Mimi's room, and confirmed that that was what she wanted, then found the stuffing and confirmed that as well.
When Grace finished her selections, she had three huge baskets to take home. We all fussed over what wonderful colors she had chosen, saying she must have her grandmother's eye for color. Her mom drove Grace and Anna home and promised to return for more visiting. Evan's mom helped me pack boxes of fabrics, supplies that Mimi insisted be shipped to my home, along with Evan's quilt, which was ready for finishing.
We taped four or five boxes and ran out of tape. That was good. Although much remained to do, I figured it was an omen. Stop, sit, talk, enjoy the last few hours with Mimi's daughters and our friend Diane. I was scheduled to leave on an early morning flight. Mimi had insisted I leave before Sunday, Mother's Day. I could not quite figure out why, but understood later. We all talked into the night, cried, laughed, and checked on Mimi, who was sleeping fitfully. I touched her legs through the sheet; they were so very cool, much cooler than the day before. From my career in nursing, I knew this was a sign the end was near.
When I was ready for bed, I came to see Mimi for the last time. I kissed her forehead. "I love you, Mimi. I will be leaving soon. I promise I will finish Evan's quilt." Her coral lips curved into a small smile. * * * On the flight home, I had the strangest experience. High above the clouds, I could clearly hear Mimi say, "Marilyn, you did not take the right things!" Shocked, I listened and asked, "What was I to take? I have the quilt packed." "TigerPlace! You forgot TigerPlace! You were supposed to take the flannels so the ladies could make animals for the children's hospital and women's shelter." This high-altitude conversation was about a special sewing group in our town with older women at an independent living facility called TigerPlace. The facility and sewing group are special projects of mine. Mimi had been to the sewing group more than once and had contributed fabrics for special quilts for the babies at the hospital. The current project was making stuffed bears, cats, and rabbits for the children.
Mimi's voice continued: "And, what about the Aurifil thread? And that blue print fabric with the sparkles? How could you leave that behind?" Flabbergasted, I replied, "Now what do I do?" I called to check on Mimi as soon as I landed. Her daughter, grateful for my call, had lots of questions. "It is time, she is dying," she said. "I called the hospice nurse, and she told me to give her the morphine, but she is still in pain. I need to know what to do." We talked about how to handle the medications and time them to manage pain while preserving the mental alertness that was so important to Mimi.
I hung up and quietly wept during the 2-hour van ride home. I wished I had stayed with Mimi to help her daughters in those final hours. But that was not the way she had so carefully orchestrated her final days. Those were to be the hours with her daughters and son.
Diane called the next day to say Mimi had died peacefully about 12 hours after losing consciousness. I related the conversation from the airplane, worrying all along that Diane would think I was nuts. But she readily understood. "Of course she would say that!" Diane said. "We are getting those boxes ready to ship to you, and we will add the bolts for the TigerPlace sewing group. You bet!"
Now that a few months have passed and Evan's quilt has been quilted, I am finishing the handwork on the binding. Soon it will be in Evan's hands. I surely hope he does love it. The TigerPlace sewing ladies are meeting this afternoon, and they will stuff that colorful flannel to make soft cuddly animals for the children at the hospital and shelters. What a legacy of love, from my friend Mimi, who taught me to quilt.
